VI                                   PREFACE.
his prefaces appeared in 1779, and the remaining six
in 1781. The greater number of the proof sheets with
Johnson's manuscript corrections are in the South Kensington
Museum. As he -advanced in the composition of the Lives
his original scheme expanded. ' My1 purpose/ he says,
'was only to have allotted to every poet an Advertise-
ment, like that which we find in the French Miscellanies,
containing a few dates, and a general character, but I have
been led beyond my intention, I hope by the honest desire
of giving useful pleasure.' ' Some time in March' he notes
in his 'Meditations' for 1781, el finished the "Lives of the
Poets/1 which I wrote in my usual way, dilatorily and hastily,
unwilling to work, and working with vigour and haste.' In
a memorandum previous to this he says of them: c written
I hope, in such a manner as may tend to the promotion
of piety.' (BoswelPs Johnson, ed. Hill, iii. in ; iv. 34.)
The * Lives of the Poets' at once became popular, and their
popularity has been permanent. Of all Johnson's works it
is the one most read and most quoted. Its success is not
difficult to explain. The style is easier and simpler than
that of his earlier works, and often reproduces the character-
istic flavour of his conversation. The subject, if not entirely
new, is perennially interesting, and had never been ade-
quately treated by any other writer. The amount of new
biographical material at Johnson's disposal was considerable,
and he had applied freely to all persons able to supply him
with information. (Johnson's Lives, ed. Cunningham, pp.
vii, xv.) Still, it was neither the fulness of the author's
knowledge, nor the novelty of his subject, but his excellence
as a biographer, which made the * Lives of the Poets' an
English classic. Johnson's conception of the duties of a
biographer was liberal and comprehensive. He made no
attempt to idealise the men whose lives he wrote, and
neither concealed their failings nor palliated their follies.
He tried to represent them as they were, and did not consider
their looks, or their daily habits, or their personal peculiarities,